Imagining the world of the child may lead to sensitive exploration of juvenile thinking, but it may also serve largely as a pretext for propagating adult ideas.
Whatever the case, the status of the child as an outsider on the margins of adult activity can provide inspiration for an artist aiming at critique or reinterpretation of the status quo. Romantic images of childhood had a major influence on the development of twentieth-century Jewish children's literature in Europe and the United States. Writers in every period and in different milieus arrived at their own interpretation of child figures depending on their specific assumptions and priorities. Among the most widely documented assumptions is the Romantic myth of the child unspoiled by civilisation, whose purity stands in contrast to corruption. Other texts have represented the child as enigma, making the child figure a symbol of otherness. As a counter-reaction to the Enlightenment, the Romantic movement was important for the development of children's literature for four main reasons: the early Romantics created an image of childhood contrary to the ideas of the Enlightenment; in the late Romantic period, children's literature was classified into traditional genres like folk tales, legends and nursery rhymes; the moral tale favoured during the Enlightenment was 2 replaced by fairy tales as the main genre of Romantic children's literature; and new literary children's characters were developed. The Romantic discussion on the importance of the child always refers to the nature of mankind. The reference to the child serves to demonstrate that the child has a soul, dreams, an unconscious, imagination, religion, and proximity to nature -a closeness that the Enlightenment denied to mankind. This means that the Romantic discourse on childhood has inherently topical potential. Childhood is a cipher for freedom from duties and work, which are contrasted with the purity of children's play and the child's absorption in the moment. Within the scope of an aesthetic movement that aims at "poeticisation of the world", the Romantics stylised childhood into a literary and historical-philosophical cipher of high symbolic value.
One of the best-known Jewish children's authors whose work has been influenced by Romantic thought is the American Jewish illustrator Maurice Dinges 1991, 134ff.) . Sendak took more than three years to complete the illustrations for his Dear Mili picture book. It was an instant success and was translated into several languages. Sendak asserted in interviews that although the story had a historical background (the Thirty Years' War), it still had an enduring meaning for present-day readers. He was referring to the Second World War and the persecution of the Jews.
What makes the "Dear Mili" legend so powerful and fascinating, and gives it such a timeless character? It tells the story of a widow who lives with her only surviving daughter in a small village after all her other children have died. The idyllic life of the mother and daughter is suddenly disturbed by the outbreak of war. To hide her daughter from the soldiers roaming the district, the mother sends her into the woods with provisions, telling her to return after three 6 days. Accompanied by an invisible angel, the terrified girl finally finds sanctuary in an old cottage among the trees. The old white-bearded man who lives in the cottage shelters the girl and looks after her. The narrator tells the reader that the old man is St. Joseph himself, but the girl does not recognise him.
She plays with the now-visible angel, who resembles her in everything except the colour of her hair. After three days, St. Joseph sends the girl home. He gives her a red rosebud as a farewell present, promising they will meet again when the rose is in bloom. She arrives at her mother's house, where an old woman is sitting on the bench. The woman recognizes the little girl as the beloved daughter for whom she has been waiting thirty years. She had believed that wild beasts had torn her to pieces years ago. But whereas the little girl has remained unaltered in age and appearance all this time, everything else has changed. Her once-beautiful mother has become an old, nearly blind woman with deep wrinkles on her face. Next morning, the mother and daughter are found dead by the villagers. Between them is the rose -in full bloom. Joseph's hut, the angel disappears -which underlines that the girl is safe now.
During the time the girl spends in the woods, it begins to dawn on the reader that she has died there and gone to heaven. This idea is enhanced by the depiction of the girl, who is seen either from behind or in profile. Moreover, the girl's eyes are often closed or half-closed: she does not look at the viewer, but is most often shown gazing dreamily into the distance. Just four pictures portray her with her eyes wide open: in the scenes when she is listening intently to advice from her mother and from St. Joseph, on her first meeting with the angel, and on her arrival at her mother's cottage.
The angel appears again when Joseph sends the girl into the woods to gather berries and fruits. Here the angel is not naked anymore; she is wearing a red dress and her wings are gone. She now resembles the girl's twin sister, differing only in hair colour; in contrast to the girl's dark hair, the angel is blonde. Surprisingly, the angel is now visible to the girl, who has been longing for a playmate. In the following double spreads, the angel and the girl are always shown together. The angel also accompanies the girl on her return to the village.
The description and qualities of the girl and her guardian angel obviously refer to the Romantic motif of the "strange child" or "eternal child" created by The strange child is unusual for several reasons: its mysterious background (it comes from the kingdom of fairies, which is inaccessible to ordinary people), its family situation (it has lost its father), and its loneliness.
The strange child also has remarkable magical qualities: it can fly, and it can understand the language of nature. Hoffmann's description of its appearance -"the face of the sweetest child brightly illuminated by the sun" -brings it close to the tradition of the Romantic genius, enhanced by the attributes of being able to fly and having a melodic voice. Further aspects relate to the specific details of the strange child's age and name. The child has no name of its own, and is addressed either as "strange child" or "dear child". As offspring of a fairy queen, it can even be immortal and ageless. 10 Another aspect that strikes the reader is a division into three areas of life: the strange child's sanctuary, its immediate surroundings, and the distant, hostile world. The contrast between education and play is also characteristic of this motif. The strange child never goes to school. Learning by rote at school, which suppresses a child's imagination, is counterposed to the life of play in the strange child's sanctuary. Hoffmann's fairy tale articulates an attempt to focus discussion on the opposition between childhood and adulthood. Another characteristic feature of the strange child is that it is unable to grow up and become an adult: it remains at the stage of eternal childhood. Whereas in children's literature the strange child becomes estranged from ordinary children by its release from temporality and its immortality, equivalent characters in adult literature are snatched from their friends by early death.
The characteristic qualities of Hoffmann's "strange child" also apply to Dear Mili: the girl has lost her father, she has no proper name, and her age is not specified in the text (Sendak portrays her as a little girl aged around seven).
Three different spheres of life are discernable: the girl's sanctuary (St. Joseph's hut), the immediate surroundings (a Paradise-like garden), and the hostile world (a village threatened by war and a dark forest as frontier between the two spheres). As regards the girl's appearance, Sendak's pictures emphasise her sweetness from the start (whereas the text gives no physical description of her).
Although she does not possess magical abilities, her remarkable similarity to the 11 guardian angel (whom Sendak portrays with wings in the early pictures in his book) underlines that the girl is special. Like the angel, she is a representation of the Romantic image of the child as genius, distinguished by her proximity to nature and to God, which is emphasised by her having St. Joseph as her protector, as well as by her pious prayers and deep religious faith.
The girl does not grow up during her thirty years in the woods. As long as she lives with St. Joseph and the angel she seems to be ageless, even immortal.
The situation changes when she returns to her village. Although she remains a little girl in contrast to her aged mother, she still dies the same night. The reader is left to ponder the cause of this sudden death. In my view, the girl's death points to the imperilled idea of eternal childhood. While in the sanctuary (= heaven) the girl is protected against the hostile world and is able to remain in the state of eternal childhood. But when she crosses the threshold between the sanctuary and the outside world and returns home, she is confronted with change, age, loss and sadness, and forced abruptly to leave the childhood state behind. Her sudden death gainsays the magical power of the "strange child" or "eternal child". When the character representing the "strange child" makes contact with the "real" world dominated by adult authority and perpetual change, she either has to retreat to her sanctuary or accept growing up. As the latter option is impossible, the child has to die, like the girl in Dear Mili.
In Sendak's picture book version, the partly overt and partly hidden references to Romantic images of childhood are just one aspect. On closer 12 examination the viewer lights on several pictorial messages incongruent with Romanticism or the historical background of the Thirty Year's War. Three double spreads in particular are distinguished from the other illustrations by unexpected details that refer to Jewish history and traditions. There is nothing in the text corresponding to these references; they are Sendak's additions, and they achieve a new level of meaning.
In the fifth double spread, the recto page shows the girl sitting down to rest on a big root. She has lost her red shoes, her hair ribbon is undone and her hair hangs loose. With her right elbow propped on her knee, she is gazing dreamily at some roots and stones on the ground depicted on the verso page. Her back rests against a tree trunk shaped like an old man or a troll. This weird configuration is presented from behind, with only the ear visible and part of the face in profile. The guardian angel lies asleep between this shape and the girl.
Although the forest and the tree trunk look menacing, the girl seems to be safe because of the angel. Looking closer, the viewer detects a bridge hidden among the oversized roots of the trees on the verso page. Eight people -men, women, and children -identifiable as Jews by their clothing and the yellow star, are crossing the bridge. The background shows a stone wall and a watchtower, symbolising Auschwitz concentration camp. Examining the foreground closely, we realise that the roots and dry branches under the bridge resemble human bones. Juxtaposing the verso and recto pages reveals the hidden narrative in this picture book referring to the Nazi regime's persecution and murder of Jews. 
